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Amy Parker:

Hello, Chris, are you there?

Chris Tabb:

I'm here, Amy. Thank you.

Amy Parker:

So I want to welcome everybody today to our podcast with a very special guest in Texas,
Christopher Tabb, Chris Tabb, who is making some time to talk with us today. Before
you introduce yourself, why don't you tell us what you're doing right now, Chris.

Chris Tabb:

Well, I'm sitting in a small conference room so that I can hopefully keep the discussion
from having to drift all over the cubicle land that I normally work in. I'm actually sitting
with a blindfold on, because I find that I'm visually handicapped in that I'm very visually
distracted. When I was doing my blindfold work decades ago, I found that when I was
under blindfold, I was able to be much more present in any given situation. So I'm
hoping that I won't become distracted with all the technology, with the phone, the
computer, the Apple watch, which tends to compete for attention. So hopefully I'll be
able to stay with the questions.

Amy Parker:

Wow, that is a really cool method. I'm so thankful that you took a minute just to share
this strategy. We are so distractible these days, and so many things vie for our attention.
I appreciate that. That's cool.

Chris Tabb:

Well, there's lots and lots of things that students and other people have taught me over
the years. I'm realizing that one of them that is unusual that my son mentioned this
morning, he asked if he could borrow my blind shoes. I have sets of shoes that have very
thin soles in them, because those are meant for people to kind of walk barefoot, but
with shoes on still.

Chris Tabb:

The thin soles help to get a sense of what's on the ground, so that when I'm working
with someone, I can find clues that may be helpful to them. Though I may be using
visual landmarks and visual clues, many of the people that I work with will use things
that are small enough tactually that I would miss them if I weren't paying a little bit of
extra attention to the tactile information or the proprioceptive information. So having
the very thin soled shoe helps me to pick up on things as obvious as a truncated domes
or things much less obvious that could be good landmarks or helpful clues to other
individuals that we're working with.

Amy Parker:

Fascinating. Well, you're taking us right into the sensory world, and actually different
parts of the brain, and how we tune into different types of information, both by wearing
a blindfold and then talking about the thin soled shoes. Now, what does your son want
to use your shoes for?

Chris Tabb:

I think he just wanted to go outside with them. The ones that I like the best are just slip
on. They're from a company called Vivobarefoot, which I think translates to, "I live
barefoot." They come in all different shapes and sizes, but they're just a very
comfortable slip on shoe. They're something that I've enjoyed for many years, but the
price continues to increase, so I don't know how long that will continue.
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Amy Parker:

Oh my goodness. You have turned me onto something really interesting, because me
and my kids, the first thing we do when we get home is take our shoes off. My husband,
he doesn't understand why. We constantly are taking our shoes off, even on long car
rides. This is great, this is a great bit of information. So Chris, tell us who you are. I
mean, where did you grow up and how did you get interested in Orientation Mobility?

Chris Tabb:

Well, let's see. I'll try to be concise so I don't ramble on. I was born in Michigan, moved
to southern California when I was 16, and was there for about 20 years. In that 20 year
period, I went to school and graduated with a bachelor's in psychology. When I went
looking for work, about all I could find was the manager in a group home, which back
then was probably making about $7-10 an hour, which you could make kind of flipping
burgers. So I decided to become a plumber's apprentice and learn a trade.

Chris Tabb:

While I was doing that, I received a flyer about the O&M program at Cal State LA and
thought, "Well, if the federal government is willing to be pay for a master's degree,
that's great." I had not really met personally anyone who was blind or visually impaired
before, so many people entered the field because of a personal relationship that they
have or a family member, and I really didn't have any of that. It was just a fluke.

Chris Tabb:

But I loved the field, I loved being able to work with individuals on an individual basis. It
is something that goes across every aspect of life. When I worked adults in my first
position, I had everyone from a person who hadn't graduated high school to a university
professor. So it really doesn't choose one particular class or category. It's just terrific to
meet and learn from everyone.

Amy Parker:

That is so true. Well, it's a lucky fluke for us. It's a happenstance. Actually, some of the
other people that we've talked with ... yes, many are, you're right, from a personal
relationship, but some it just happens to be a random experience that they have, or an
observation that they make. I think Laura Bozeman was sharing that she saw someone
traveling around at Stephen F. Austin and was just very curious as to why they were
using a cane, and that kind of opened up this whole world and profession for her.

Amy Parker:

Tell us about your current job in Texas. You're the statewide coordinator. How did you
get there? What does that even mean?

Chris Tabb:

Oh my goodness. Well, at the Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired ... I'm
quite biased, I feel like ... sometimes people call it teaching nirvana. For me, this is just
like the Disneyland of visual impairment and blindness. The school is just a wonderful
resource. The people that work here are just incredible. When I had a caseload of
students here, to be able to walk down the hall and meet with a PT, or an OT or an
assisted technology specialist, or a counselor who is familiar with visual impairment and
blindness is just an incredible resource as compared to being itinerant, and just hoping
that maybe one time in the school year you can collaborate with those folks.

Chris Tabb:

The way that I got to this position ... I had worked as an itinerant for many years, both
with adults as well as school age in different states, and California, Connecticut, and
Texas. Oh, I guess in Texas, I've just been at the School for the Blind and doing private
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contract work. When I had a caseload of students ... excuse me, sorry ... it was with a
team of about eight different Mobility specialists here at the school. \
Chris Tabb:

We would divvy up the students every year and that allowed a wonderful collaboration
between the team. Some people are really good at interacting with students who are
deafblind or some people have a preference for working with transitioning students,
and we're able to kind of match up the talent or interests of those with the students.

Chris Tabb:

At some point, our outreach program provider, Ruth Ann Marsh, was deciding to retire,
and she asked if I would consider her position. I was hesitant to give up what I'm going
to call, "kid time," because I really enjoyed working with students directly, but it did
provide an opportunity to invest time in areas of interest that I didn't feel that I had
time to get into while working with a full caseload.

Chris Tabb:

So basically, here in outreach program, it's kind of ... a third of your time is what you
have a personal interest in, and perhaps more than that. But if I have an interest, let's
say, in GPS in beacons, I could develop programs, webinars, or investigate those areas to
provide information and training to others. So it really is a great way to have more
personal, professional development.

Amy Parker:

Mm-hmm (affirmative), mm-hmm (affirmative). Wow. It does sound like a really rich
context. From the team, working with other O&Ms, we know how diverse our
profession is. You mentioned deafblindness, but then wayfinding technology, other
types of interest and skills, and then migrating to this role of really statewide influence,
statewide technical assistance as well as developing content. It does sound like a dream
job.

Chris Tabb:

It's wonderful. The other components are providing training that's specifically
requested, as well as going out to individual schools and districts to provide that
technical assistance, and being able to do consultation with the schools, with students
and families, which is rewarding in all sorts of new ways.

Amy Parker:

So take us with you, Chris. Just take us with you right now on a little mental journey.
You've been invited to come out and do some consultation. What does that look like?
Can you provide us with an example of how you work with teams, and maybe just the
arc of your work?

Chris Tabb:

So typically when we receive a student referral, we're working with the [inaudible
00:11:00], connecting a little bit beforehand to get some background information about
the student, to get permissions so that when we arrive we're not surprising the school
or the parents. We try to make arrangements with the parents to do a home visit as well
as a school visit while we're there.

Chris Tabb:

When we arrive, we're typically observing the student throughout their entire school
day. It's a rare treat to be able to be a fly on the wall, so to speak, and just observe what
a student experience is through their entire school day. Sometimes you see that there
are areas where the student ... or times of the day ... had wonderful experiences, and
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times when they're having very challenging experiences. You get to see how adults are
interacting with a student, whether they're promoting independence, whether they are
creating an environment of dependence. Sometimes both occur.
Chris Tabb:

What we really try to do is not intervene while those things are happening, but to be
able to kind of create a picture for the team to be able to view how they're interacting
with the student as objectively as possible. It isn't something that most of the team
members get to do, because they're always very involved in the task of working with
that student or with others. It's a luxury to be an observer. We get to see things from a
different perspective, and we try to share that with the team, so that they can come up
with an action plan of how best to help the student get to the next level.

Chris Tabb:

Sometimes there might be 50 things that you're noticing, but maybe we can only start
with the first three or four. We try to sift through that list to come up with priorities of
needs. It might be working hand under hand with a student so that we're offering
activities for them, rather than kind of pushing them into activities, which many
students are very resistant to, especially those who are nonverbal, because they may
not understand what we're asking them to do. Even if it's something that we perceive as
fun or enjoyable for the student, the student may be apprehensive.

Amy Parker:

Right. It is a luxury to be able to observe and to see those nuances. You're right. Do you
ever struggle with wanting to step in when you're in those situations?

Chris Tabb:

I chewed holes in my cheek. I'll give you an example. With the best of intentions, I
observed a student in a classroom where there was a smart board, which was totally
inaccessible to the student. Though most parents and school boards and teachers would
think, "It's a smart board. We're having the cutting edge of technology in the classroom
for our students. That must be wonderful," but there's students who can't access that
information. It takes away from the interaction they would typically be having with the
teacher and the rest of the class. So that was the first challenge observed.

Chris Tabb:

On that particular day, they were talking about the Superbowl. This was more like a
resource classroom, we'll say, where students have additional needs. The student I was
observing was totally nonvisual, was still developing communication, and in an effort to
make the material accessible, they had printed a braille letter, large braille document,
about the Superbowl and gave it to the student.

Chris Tabb:

So to their credit, they thought about, "How could this student have the information?
What do blind people use? Well, they use braille," which was wonderful. The challenge
was that the student didn't know braille, so it didn't have much significance or meaning
to the student. They could have easily given the student a football and a trophy, or even
toys of those things, to help the student have a little bit better understanding of what
the rest of the class was discussing on the smart board.

Chris Tabb:

It's difficult not to jump in to try to help them to understand in that moment, but again,
we're looking for the biggest priorities, and sometimes personal health and safety come
first.
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Amy Parker:

Mm-hmm (affirmative). So take us the rest of the way. What did you prioritize with this
team? How did you sift through it?

Chris Tabb:

Well, there were lots of things that were important for this student. When we think
about our daily functions, our daily routines that have to happen whether their
programmed or not, such as eating, drinking, toileting, those things are going to occur
regardless of the curriculum. For an individual who is just beginning to develop the
ability to perform those tasks independently, that's a great place for a team to start, and
a great place to infuse things like communication, like numeracy, tactile skills, working
with symbols, because we know that there's going to be repetition, there's going to be
reinforcement, because they're necessary functions in the day. Every day, you will eat.
Every day, we will toilet. Every day, we will come and go from the bus.

Chris Tabb:

So if we can help the team to realize that those things are great places for instruction,
then the student has a functional program with meaning, the staff have a way of
infusing curriculum, and things happen. They can also happen at home, so they are
reinforced across environments. That's what really, ultimately, the team was able to
focus their efforts on, and was able to find success, because they're already doing those
things. It just becomes part of what we do tied to the goals and objectives.

Amy Parker:

Right, becoming more intentional within those routines. That's something I'm very
passionate about as well. That sounds great. You know, you bring up, Chris, the work in
our field that ... how Orientation and Mobility a profession has expanded. It's changed
to maybe become more intentional about serving students with multiple disabilities, or
students who are deafblind, or students who are still developing functional language,
but that Orientation and Mobility is still vital for their lives and for the quality of their
lives. Can you talk a little bit about that maybe in your own development in serving
different populations who have visual impairment and deafblindness?

Chris Tabb:

Well, I think one of the things that's important is to have an open mind. I know when I
first started in the field, I immediately adopted whatever I was told as law and gospel.
Over many years, I found that many of the beliefs that I held very firmly to needed to be
changed.

Chris Tabb:

So as an example, I was asked once, "Can a person who is not blind, who is low vision,
work with a guide dog?" Way back when, we didn't really have guide dog schools that
were training individuals with residual vision to work with dogs, so my immediate
response was, "Well, as long as they're blindfolded, sure, because otherwise you'll
untrain the dog." Nowadays, there are many schools that train individuals with
remaining vision, as long as they're able to utilize their vision in other ways and let the
dog do the driving.

Chris Tabb:

The same is true for working with students. My present belief is that unless a student is
comatose, then they are eligible for and can benefit from instruction. If we take a
student who is nonverbal, who is in a wheelchair, many times we might exclude them
from training because they don't have, quote on quote, "readiness." They're not
walking, they're not speaking, how can we provide instruction?
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Chris Tabb:

Well, when we think about just a person in a wheelchair, they're not ambulatory,
possibly, because they might have paralysis. It isn't our typical street crossing lesson.
We're not really talking about [inaudible 00:19:43] parallel and different types of traffic
lights. But there's still something called directed care. Even if that person doesn't have
the ability to move their own wheelchair, they still would like to be able to communicate
to a caregiver where they want to go and how they get there, because that caregiver
might not be familiar. So their basic understanding of orientation, of orientation
concepts, their spatial understanding in different environments, their ability to develop
a cognitive map, these are all things that part and parcel of Orientation and Mobility
lessons. Having those concepts will be able to have a much more independent life and
to be able to share with their caregivers what they need.

Chris Tabb:

When we think about a student who's nonverbal, we can be very creative in helping
them to come up with systems, and certainly collaborating with a team, of using object
symbols, tactile symbols, sign language, whether it's tactile sign, or if there's some
residual vision, some ASL. Lots of different ways of providing communication. I really
cannot think of a student, again who is not comatose, that cannot benefit from
Orientation Mobility.

Amy Parker:

Wow. I'm so glad I'm talking to you. This is something that we talk about in our class
quite a bit, but you just said it so richly and beautifully. Thank you, Chris.

Chris Tabb:

Thank you.

Amy Parker:

Now shifting gears just a little bit, I've heard and read so much about some of your work
with technology, and that you're a little bit of a tech geek. You enjoy experimenting with
technology, kind of looking at and teaching it maybe in Orientation Mobility programs. I
know Dr. Nora Griffin-Shirley works with you and other programs as well. Talk to us
about your love of technology. What do you like about it? What gets you up in the
morning about it?

Chris Tabb:

Oh my goodness. Well, actually, literally Google wakes me up in the morning, because I
have the ... I can't remember what the device is called anymore, but I have the small
Google speaker, Google home sitting next to my bed. Then I can thank Google for
waking me up, and then I can move to the Amazon Echo, and ask Alexa to tell me a joke
or play some music as I'm getting ready. So technology starts right away. I do very much
enjoy technology.

Chris Tabb:

The assisted technology is a very big stroke. Some of those things are [Dr. Seuss toys
00:22:37] that help students to practice movement, that aids in evaluation, all the way
to working with, let's say, a braille note with GPS or any of the apps. It's just a place that
provides an ever expanding list of opportunities to learn about. It's really amazing, now,
what we have available to us at our fingertips. We no longer have to order from some
other store somewhere. We could walk into basically any technology store, pick up a
device, and out of the box it's accessible. Then by adding apps to it, it thoroughly
extends the world which we have access to.
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Amy Parker:

I love what you said about the continuum of technology and meeting us where we are,
kind of meeting anyone where they are in terms of access or participation. Would you
share a little bit about some wayfinding tools that you've observed and maybe some
insights that you've gained from exploring those tools with folks?

Chris Tabb:

Well, so far my pocketbook has not matched my imagination. So some things I'm lucky
enough to obtain. I usually have to try to prioritize a little bit in a year.

Chris Tabb:

So just as an example, there are some things like the lechal shoes, the insert that has a
vibration that will go connect your shoes with your phone so that when you're ready to
walk and have the electronic maps streaming into your smartphone, it can send a signal
to your shoes to tell you to turn left or right by vibrating under your right foot or your
left foot.

Chris Tabb:

There's things like the Apple watch, the wearables. There are other things that haven't
found the resources for yet, like the naviBelt, which I think we're into several thousand
dollars there where you can wear that belt around you and you're going to get a
vibrotactile piece of information that tells you where north is, or which way to follow
directions if you have a point of interest that you're traveling to.

Chris Tabb:

It's really an unlimited world of the things that are being offered now. It happens on a
daily basis that we're introduced to new materials, new ideas. Sometimes we're working
with researchers that are developing products. There's lot of calls that I receive from
university engineering teams that are looking to develop things. So many of the things
that I've been able to explore haven't even found their way to market yet. Everything
from when we think about things like a device that goes on your tongue that has
refreshable pings to give you an image, to things that you can easily hold in your hand
for vibrations with sonic devices, things that will help a person who's deafblind to
identify the approach of a bus and then finding the opening for the door.

Chris Tabb:

In terms of the wayfinding, we now have free things, like Microsoft Soundscape, where
we can place virtual beacons to be able to get back to a spot. Let's say if you're working
with an elementary school student who's trying to find their way from the main building
to the playground, it's a 360 degree auditory soundscape for them to be able to travel
through. Whenever they hear that beacon in that 360 degree auditory space, then they
are able to orient themselves to the sound so that it's front of them and head directly to
it.

Amy Parker:

Yup. It's a wonderland. It is a wonderland. How do we keep up? I know that some
people, while being so excited by the technologies, also feel a little bit of trepidation.
How can we possibly know all of these things and integrate well into our practice, and
thoughtfully? What's your advice on that? What's your take?

Chris Tabb:

Well, we're blessed with so many resources. We have things like YouTube, where now
we can tune in and find videos from, let's say, Hadley School for the Blind, where they're
demonstrating how to use an app. There are podcasts, like we're working on now,
where people will take their device out with them on the road. So Blindsquare, for
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instance, you could listen to a podcast. It might be coming from another part of the
world, it might be in Italy, where they're traveling the streets. All the sounds and street
names might sound very foreign, literally, but they're wonderful ways of learning how
we access those. So if we're itinerant and we're traveling in a car, that's a perfect
opportunity to be able to tune into a podcast to listen to how someone's utilizing that
type of skill.
Amy Parker:

Absolutely, and kind of to create a virtual connection with information, but also within
our communities.

Amy Parker:

You know, one of the things, Chris, that we're challenged by and excited by in the pacific
northwest is that we have a pretty big geographical area that we're working in, when
you consider Alaska, and Idaho, and Montana, Washington State, Oregon, and Hawaii.
Those are states that ... Portland State is very intentional about serving. That's 28% of
the United States is geography. So we are thinking all the time, not only about
technology in the moment to help people access the environment, but also technology
to create a sense of connection.

Amy Parker:

Have you ever done some work at a distance with clients in kind of a hybrid format
using Orientation Mobility? What's your familiarity with that and maybe your
experiences in that?

Chris Tabb:

So I guess we could call them teleservices, often they're referred to as, although in
terms of [telephany 00:29:06] ... I don't know if I'm even pronouncing it right, but
basically we have things like if you're using an IOS device, we have FaceTime. If you're
using a computer, we have things like Skype or Zoom. They're wonderful in that it allows
two way communication. Even things that are done over the phone. If, for instance, I'm
using Airpods, which are a Bluetooth earbud from Apple ... what's nice about it is if I'm
working with someone, having a conversation, I can have my phone in my hand without
needing to hold it to my ear, so I can be using voiceover at the same time they are to be
able to walk them through something.

Chris Tabb:

So sometimes it's literally like calling customer service, where they're working with you,
sometimes very much trying to guess what's happening on your device, or on your
computer. Sometimes we're able to share the screen, so that I can actually be observing
what someone else is doing. It depends on the activity. In terms of Orientation and
Mobility with movement involved, there are some people who have begun to teach
lessons, we'll say, or provide consultation in certain scenarios.

Chris Tabb:

Just as an example, it might be that in a very rural area where there's many, many miles
in between, we have an O&M instructor who's talking with a parent. The parent's
wondering what to do with their two year old. So the O&M instructor can say, "Well,
could you point the FaceTime camera towards what they're doing," so they can observe
the child, let's say, crawling on the floor. The O&M instructor might say, "Well, take the
cushions off the couch and let's put them on the floor and see if the child can learn to
crawl over them," so that they're now having obstacles between their favorite sippy cup
that's on the table and where the starting point is.
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Chris Tabb:

So that's something that, without any harm to the student, because we have the parent
directly there observing and supervising and providing safety, and the [inaudible
00:31:27] is providing, let's say, coaching to the parent at that point, as well as providing
general information to the family about visual impairment and blindness, ways to
engage that child in activities, ways to encourage interaction and communication. So
there are different areas where that may be helpful.

Chris Tabb:

The further side of that, we're becoming exposed to now with devices like Aira, where
it's basically a pair of Google glasses, or glasses that are a frame of glasses, basically with
a camera, where an individual is directly linked with a customer representative. The Aira
agents are trained to work with people who are blind and visually impaired to be
optimally helpful, but they aren't trained as Orientation Mobility specialists to provide
for the general safety of the individual. So there's certain things they're willing to do or
permitted to do, and certain things they're not permitted to do.

Chris Tabb:

But just as an example, the amount of information that is able to be provided is very
helpful. I might be working remotely, we'll say with a student ... in other words, I may
have worked with a student at a university to help them learn their orientation to that
campus. Then I go away from that setting, and I might be hours or even states away
from that student, and then they might call me the next semester saying, "I'm having a
challenge finding the classroom or getting my way through this busy foyer area," and I
might ask them to send me some pictures. Some of those photographs that are emailed
to me, I might be able to make some suggestions to them, giving them some landmarks
to use, maybe a wall to trail, or a different entry point, as well as just zooming in on
Google Earth. Those are things that we can do now from a remote location. We aren't
physically ... or I guess I should say, in the moment, being there with them, but we can
utilize the information shared to provide them with some strategy to move forward.

Amy Parker:

Absolutely. Absolutely. I was talking to an O&M in Seattle who did share some examples
exactly like you just shared, where he had been a part of, of course, a formal
assessment, and a process of working with a client, and had a relationship, had done
direct instruction in the environment. Went away, like you said, and the client got stuck,
actually just texted him ... this was a deafblind client ... sent him some images of what
was going on in the environment, what he was challenged by. He was providing some
distance consultation in a hybrid format via text, just giving him some quick feedback,
which is what the client and needed and wanted and was appropriate because of all of
the other things that had happened to lead up to that moment.

Amy Parker:

Thank you so much for those examples. That's exactly the kinds of things that we're
talking about in places like rural and remote Alaska, or in places in the pacific rim, or
even in rural Idaho, or rural Montana, where there's a scarcity, but how to bridge those
gaps thoughtfully and ethically and systematically. I really appreciate this element in the
podcast.

Amy Parker:

Well, Chris, I could talk to you forever, but I know that you're a busy guy. I did just want
to wrap up and ask you a couple of questions, maybe what's exciting to you on the
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horizon about the Orientation and Mobility profession, and what advice would give to
Orientation and Mobility students?
Chris Tabb:

Wow, okay. Well, on the horizon, there are so many things occurring that are such a
surprise. Just as an example, recently, Paul Olson worked with Ambutech to develop the
Dakota Disk chip. Who knew where that came from, we'll say, other than cold North
Dakota with the snow, but it works on the sandy beach, it works in the parks.
Sometimes we get lower tech items that surprise us and are wonderful additions to the
field, as well as these wonderful technologies that seem like science fiction that are real.
So there's all sorts of things that change. So I'm not sure what's coming next for the
field. I'm just excited at all the opportunity.

Chris Tabb:

\For the students entering the field, I would encourage anyone to practice being open
minded and being willing to surrender what you have planned for your activities,
sometimes, to embrace what the client or student or child you're working with is willing
to do. When we meet a student or a client or a child, any learner, at the place that they
are functionally, we have much more success. It isn't always possible for that learner to
come to our level, but if we can go to where they are and begin there, we have
wonderful success.

Amy Parker:

Chris, thank you so much. This has been really, really fun. Thank you for putting on a
blindfold and having a conversation with me and with our students and with our
network. I really appreciate your time.

Chris Tabb:

Amy, thank you for letting me to participate. I sure enjoyed sharing.

Amy Parker:

Okay. Have a great afternoon. I'll talk to you again soon, I hope.

Chris Tabb:

Thanks Amy, you too.

Amy Parker:

Okay, bye bye.

Chris Tabb:

Bye bye.
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